The role of district officials as education reform agents is undeniable. Through perspectives analyses, we explore factors that affected the capacity of eight South African districts to provide effective teacher support during the last implementation of natural science reforms. We argue that district officials' capability and reality issues are some of the factors that are likely to determine the success or failure of reforms. Further, they have the gravity to nullify the efforts to improve school performances. Lastly, we propose ways to bridge the gap between theory and practice and strategies to promote partnership between district officials and schools.
Introduction
The significance of local school districts in mediating between schools and the government is undeniable (Abele, Iver, & Farley, 2003; Anderson, 2003; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 2001; Spillane, 2000 Spillane, , 2002 . Their influential role, which includes ensuring quality teaching and learning, effective assessment, increased learner performance, and achievement, to mention but a few, is indispensable (Anderson, 2003; Iver, Abele, & Elizabeth, 2003) . As the literature shows, school districts are key elements and authorized agents that oversee and guide schools (Massell, 2000) . They are the vital institutional actors in educational reforms (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008) , and the major sources of capacity building for the schools (Massell, 2000) . These district functions and responsibilities are true but also in the South African context. The South African school districts are the intermediaries between the National and Provincial Departments of Education and the local schools, and their officials play a fundamental role of overseeing the implementation of all new policies developed by the National Department of Education and implemented by the nine Provincial Departments of Education. Roberts (2001) describes the primary function of school districts in South Africa as twofold: to support the delivery of curriculum in schools and to monitor and enhance the quality of learning experiences offered to learners. He argues that district offices have a particular role to play in working closely with local schools and ensuring that local educational needs are met. As he explains, in supporting the primary function of the district, there are five possible areas of operation: policy implementation; leading and managing change; creating an enabling environment for schools to operate effectively; intervening in failing schools; and offering administrative and professional services to schools and teachers. Furthermore, Roberts believes that these different areas of operation should be aligned to support the district's primary purposes, teaching and learning.
Despite the critical role played by school districts, South African school improvement literature continues to show that districts and their officials hardly receive sufficient attention on their role in the curriculum reform process (Chinsamy, 2002) , creating deficiencies in our comprehension of the struggles confronting the new policy implementation. The neglect of the district offices and their officials, as Murphy and Hallinger (2001) and Massell (2000) caution, can be done at the peril of the new curriculum and policy reform implementation at the contextual level. Thus, research on districts and their officials will provide a crucial puzzle piece necessary to understand and achieve success in every new reform policy. Spillane (2000) argues that the successful implementation of instructional reforms depends in some measure on the broader policy environment in which classrooms are nested, a complete territory of the school district. In South Africa, as Chinsamy (2002) contends, the National and Provincial Department of Education have successfully formulated empowering educational policies but their implementation has been disappointing. The gap between policy formulation and implementation has been regarded as the primary reason for the failure of transformation in education (Chinsamy, 2002; Jansen, 2002) . Chinsamy highlights that between the Provincial Department of Education and the school stands the district office, where he believes the answers seem to be pointing.
Through interview analyses, this paper explores the perspectives of intermediate phase (grades 4 -6) district officials 1 from the Eastern Cape Province in South Africa regarding their challenges with the Natural Science 2 reform implementation. This curriculum reform, commonly known as the Revised National Curriculum Statement (RNCS), was launched in 2002, resulting from recommendations made by a team that reviewed and re-vised the previous curriculum, Curriculum 2005 (DoE, 2002 . This paper therefore investigates the following: 1) factors that hinder or facilitate district officials' capacity to provide effective support to natural science teachers in their implementation of the new curriculum in classrooms and 2) their perspectives regarding changing the status quo of reform implementation in classrooms. South African district officials' perspectives are seldom heard voices, yet constitute nuggets of knowledge that play a critical role in the implementation of new curriculum policies. They constitute comprehension of the intricacies inherent in the reform implementation process. Thus, understanding officials' perspectives is essential because they are the key support for teachers at the local level, responsible for ensuring that they comprehend the new policies by providing them with a vision, interpretation, focus, policy coordination, and above all, with ensuring the desired success (Corcoran, Fuhrman, & Belcher, 2001) . Moreover, Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich (2008) reveal that the previous line of research has been informative; however, it leaves us without an understanding of the complexity intrinsic in district-level, systemic reform.
In discussing these perspectives, this paper will begin by presenting a brief review of the international literature on the school districts' role and their officials, as well as the critique leveled against them. This will be followed by a synopsis of South African school districts and their officials, intended to situate the reader in the context of the reported study. Next, we describe the study methodology, contextual background, and data analysis. This will be followed by presentation of the research findings, which will focus on three key themes: district officials' workload versus what is feasible for them, school reality issues, and district officials' perspectives on changing the status quo in the implementation of curriculum reforms. The next section will discuss these findings, with an emphasis on the need for the South African National Department of Education to heed such challenges as they have the gravity to nullify the efforts to improve teaching and learning in schools and negatively impact on teacher and student performances. Then we draw conclusions that propose ways to bridge the gap between theory and practice and strategies to promote effective partnerships between district officials and schools.
International Literature on the School District Role and Its Officials
The literature indicates the existence of various views regarding the role that school districts and their officials play (Anderson, 2003; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 2001; Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008; Spillane, 2000 Spillane, , 2002 . These views include those that endorse the critical role played by the district and its officials; those that raises some concerns about districts; and those that speaks to the neglect in the studying of districts as essential players in the systemic reforms. Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, and McLaughlin (2001) highlight that the different conceptions of what constitutes a school district include the idea that districts are geographic entities representing a designated area and a set of schools contained within these boundaries. These authors view districts as legal entities required by state law to provide education to all students regardless of race, ethnicity, socio-economic background, and disability within the attendance boundaries. Other researchers view districts as implementers of state policies (Marsh, 2001) ; as professional learning laboratories (Stein & D'Amico, 2001) ; teacher educators for beginning teachers as they struggle with the daily decisions about what and how to teach (Grossman, Thompson, & Valencia, 2001) ; and as boundary spanners in the context of collaborative education policy implementation (Honig, 2006) . In addition, they also affect school capacity by initiating a variety of other policies that shape the way professional development is conducted (Youngs, 2001) . Collectively, these scholars strongly emphasize the significance and need for school districts and their officials in the accomplishment of the rollout of new reforms or mandates. Hightower et al. (2001) argue that districts are responsible for the development and enforcement of functions, including attendance, transportation, educational goals, instructional guidance, personnel, operation, and maintenance of facilities, as well as teacher professional development. Additionally, the district officials play an essential role in ensuring the success of new mandates and reforms filtered by the government as they strongly influence the strategic choices that schools make to improve teaching and learning (Massell, 2000) . Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich (2008) further view a district, which comprises vital institutional actors, as an organized collective that is bound by a web of interrelated and interdependent roles, responsibilities, and relationships that facilitate systemic reforms.
Despite the consensus on the vital role played by districts and their officials, some literature shows that advocates against the local school districts also exist (Abele, Iver, & Farley, 2003; Tyack, 2002) . Tyack argues that in the United States of America these advocates, federal activities, hardly see the need for local school districts. Citing Myron Lieberman (1960), Tyack note that these advocate perceive local districts as obstacles to reform and the main source of "the dull parochialism and attenuated totalitarianism" of American schooling. These advocates also highlight that the local school boards were excluded in most of the critical decision making and policy signing processes of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) enacted in 1965 in the US, which serves as a revelation of how highly valued the local districts (Tyack, 2002) . Tyack states that as part of excluding local districts, policy analysts recently focused attention on every level of government but local districts; as they view them as ineffective and obsolete and deserving to be abolished. According to Corcoran, Fuhrman, and Belcher (2001) , some critics have even argued that districts are inherently incapable of stimulating and sustaining meaningful reforms in teaching and learning because of their political and bureaucratic character. Additionally, some reformers view the districts as problems and identify a criticism that districts play no significant role as they are inconsistent with sound policy and are just ineffective bureaucratic institutions (Marsh, 2001) . To other critics, as Marsh (2001) indicates, districts have become overly politicized and unresponsive to the public, teachers, and students. A further observation about districts and their officials was made by Spillane (2000) , who found that district officials sometimes contribute to the non implementation of new reforms by the teachers, especially when they do not fully comprehend the vision of the reforms. Though Spillane values and supports local school districts, he asserts that district official's interpretation of the reforms message is an important explanatory variable in accounting for implementation.
Adding to these views about school districts are Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich (2008) , who in their review of Smith and O'Day's (1991) seminal work on systemic school reform point to the neglect of the role of local school districts in reform. These authors argue that the role of school districts was underemphasized in all three of these reform waves (see Smith and O'Day's, 1991) ; rather, the research emphasis has been directed towards schools, teachers, states, and other elements involved in the reform process. Rorrer, Skrla, and Scheurich argue that over the past 20 years research studies on districts have been relatively fewer in number and discontinuous compared to research on schools as the center of reform. Furthermore, they argue that the neglect by many researchers, practitioners, and policy makers alike to acknowledge the nested nature of schools within districts and the district's instrumental role in systemic reform appears remarkable.
Despite the criticism and constriction and neglect of local district control, Tyack (2002) argues that the public still trusts local officials more than state and federal government officials or representatives. Increasing numbers of leaders are insisting that public education be deregulated and that local districts recapture more power to make decisions about schooling in their communities. Spillane and Thompson (1997) argue that the notion of local capacity needs to be rethought in light of the extraordinary demands for teaching imposed on teachers and others by the current wave of reform in science, mathematics, and other subjects. These authors argue that district capacity to support ambitious reforms consists of human capital, which involves knowledge, skills, and dispositions of leaders within the district; social capital, which involves social links within and outside the district, together with norms and trust to support open communication; and financial resources, which include allocation of staffing, time, and materials. This brief literature review clearly shows that districts and their officials are crucial stakeholders in the education enterprise. Schools and teachers can do as much but requires districts officials for more policy direction and various supports. Thus, investigating district officials' perspectives about curriculum reform issues merits the efforts, since they are expected to be conversant with issues that facilitate or hinder successful implementation of curriculum reform at the local level. Understanding such issues will assist in bridging the existing gap between theory and practice and therefore promote coherent (new) reform implementation.
Synopsis of South African School Districts
Although a great deal of literature on school districts and their officials is commonly found in other countries, South Africa still has a knowledge deficiency in that area (Chinsamy, 2002; Narsee, 2006) . There is knowledge deficiency regarding how district officials' collaborate as well as the factors that hinder their capacity to provide effective support to schools and teachers. Some scholars only hint on the challenges that district officials are confronted with in the process of supporting teachers without providing deep analysis of the situation (Bantwini, 2010; Bantwini & King-McKenzie, 2011) . The schools' district role in South Africa has been described as largely neglected (Chinsamy, 2002; Narsee, 2006) , and requires more attention. Roberts (2001) highlights that the position of South African school districts in the educational hierarchy means that they have great potential to be a vehicle for medium-to large-scale educational reform. He argues that the potential of the district to be the fulcrum around which educational change and improvement pivot lies in the district's ability to fulfill its core function, which is to support the delivery of the curriculum and to ensure that all learners are afforded good-quality learning opportunities-the quality of which is evidenced by learner achievement.
Despite the limitation of knowledge deficiency, districts and their officials, as in other countries, play an essential role in ensuring the implementation of the stream of education policies promulgated especially during the post-apartheid era (Jansen, 2004) . Worth mentioning is that the post-apartheid era is marked by the development and rollouts of new policies intended to redress the past injustices committed by the apartheid regime. These efforts are also characterized by the re-definition of certain departments and the roles of their officials. Roberts (2001) highlights that since 1994 there has been considerable debate on the form and functions of district offices and in some provinces these debates have led to the large-scale reorganization of Provincial Departments of Education and their supporting bureaucracies at the Provincial, Regional, and District levels.
Currently, at the apex of the South African education structure is the Department of Basic Education (DBE) and the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET), both resulting from the recent split of the then National Department of Education, which occurred in 2009. The Department of Basic Education, which this paper focuses on, is responsible for the primary and secondary education including adult basic education and training, whereas the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) is responsible for tertiary education and technical and vocational training (for more details see South Africa Department of Education). The vision of the DBE is to ensure that all South African people have access to lifelong education and training opportunities that will contribute towards improving the quality of life and building a peaceful, prosperous and democratic society. The critical role of DBE is to develop education policies that are later filtered to schools through the Provincial Departments of Education (SASA, 1996) and providing a broad management framework for support (DoE, 2005) . Generally, it is responsible for matters that cannot be regulated effectively by provincial legislation, and also for matters that need to be coordinated in terms of norms and standards at a national level (DoE, 1999) . The National Department provides active assistance to provincial departments in strengthening their administrative and professional capacity.
South Africa is made of nine Provinces, with each comprising a Provincial Department of Education. These provincial departments are intended to decentralize education in the country, thus promoting efficiency in the management of all educational activities and issues. Among their many roles, these departments are tasked to implement new policies and collaborate with the various school districts within their provinces. They are tasked to coordinate the implementation of a national framework of support, in relation to provincial needs (2005) .
Each Province consists of a number of school districts that vary depending on the size of the province and population. The school districts are the governing institutions, the "eyes and ears" of the government, and are led by the District Director.
Depending on the size of the district, the number of schools per district also varies.
Though South African school districts play a significant role in many ways, they still lack a legislative framework that spells out their powers and functions. In Roberts (2001) observations, there has been a historical neglect of the subsystems level of the education system and the disappointing results of previous school improvement approaches. The South African Department of Education (2005) also acknowledges that in some districts, there has been no meaningful support for some time. This is particularly true in rural and historically disadvantaged areas. They also note that even if support is available, it is often fragmented and uncoordinated and to unite it into cohesive practice that works is the challenge (DoE, 2005) . The literature indicates that the persistent calls for a legislated district framework over the past decades have not yet borne fruit (Narsee, 2006) . The landscape of and the role played by school districts and their officials, their capacity to work with schools and more, is a relatively unexplored area in the South African context, and hence this study.
Study Context
The reported qualitative study was conducted in eight school districts in the Eastern Cape Province (EC), South Africa. The Province consists of 23 school districts that are grouped into three clusters: clusters A, B, and C. Each cluster is led by a Chief Director, and is composed of a varying number of districts that are led by District Directors. The District Directors subsequently lead teams of Curriculum Specialists for various subject/learning areas. In some of the Provinces, districts are the smallest units within the education system while in others the smallest unit is a circuit. In the case of the EC, the smallest unit is a circuit and is led by a Circuit Manager. Districts or circuits have varying number of schools (primary and secondary schools). The school districts' sampling was purposive, and was based on their geographic positioning, which ensured that most parts of the province were covered. Also, the willingness of the District Directors to undertake the study in their districts served as another motivating criterion.
Research Design
Initially, the reported study focused on eight Natural Science (NS) district officials, however, only six were successfully formally interviewed. The other two district officials had casual discussions with the researcher and were not formal interviewed, though they had consented on it. This was due to time constraints resulting from their busy schedules during the data collection period. The formally interviewed officials, four males and two females, all over forty years of age with varied teaching experiences, were working closely with the Natural Science teachers at the intermediate phase (grades 4 -6). Their responsibilities involved providing teachers with curriculum policies from the National Department of Education; interpreting the policies in comprehensible way to the teachers; supporting teachers with the content knowledge; conducting workshops as part of teacher professional development; monitoring the implementation of the new curriculum policies in schools; support and monitor the functionality of curriculum structures, to mention but a few.
District officials were interviewed using semi-structured interviews that lasted between 60 -90 minutes. According to Hargreaves (2005) , interviews offer an approach that gives access to personal experiences, some flexibility in responding to the interview topics, and probing of people's account of these, and an initial opportunity to identify patterns of similarity and experiences. Some of the interviews were tape recorded with participant's permission, while in other cases interview notes were taken. The recorded interviews were later transcribed verbatim. The data coding and analysis followed an iterative process, as recommended by Miles and Huberman (1994) . Miles and Huberman describe various steps that include reading and affixing codes to the transcript notes while noting reflections or other remarks in the margins; sorting and sifting through these materials to identify similar phrases, relationships between variables, patterns, themes, distinct differences between subgroups and common sequences; isolating these patterns and processes, commonalities and differences; while gradually elaborating a small set of generalizations that cover the consistencies and; confronting those generalizations with a formalized body of knowledge in the form of constructs (p. 9). During this process, the research questions were used to inform the emerging themes and issues which are discussed below.
To enrich our data, four schools from each of the eight districts, totalling 32, were also sampled with the assistance of district officials, as they were more familiar with the context than the researchers. Among the selection criterion used was the requirement that the sampled schools should be in proximity with each other in order to ease the movement from one school to the other. From each district the targeted schools were public schools comprising farm 3 schools, township 4 , rural
5
, and urban 6 schools. The other criterion was that each school should comprise grades 4 -6 natural science classes.
To triangulate the district officials' information, about 108 natural science teachers were asked to complete a questionnaire, of which 55 (51%) were returned completed. The questionnaires focused on the teachers' demographic details and qualifications, which gave us an idea of who the district officials were working with. It also focused on the teacher learning, new curriculum reform, classroom implementation and their district professional development. All the completed questionnaires were imported into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and frequency distributions was conducted. In this paper the data from the questionnaires will not receive much attention as it does in another article.
Additionally, eleven teachers (8 females and 3 males) were interviewed using a semi structured interviews to further learn about the new curriculum reforms in South Africa, the classroom implementation process and whether or not they were receiving the desired support from their district officials. The interviewed teachers were purposively sampled based on their teaching experiences, number of years in the same district, their willingness to be interviewed, to mention but few. These inter-views were audio recorded with their permission and later transcribed verbatim. The data coding and analysis followed the iterative procedure as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) . Reference to these interviews will occasionally be made to present clarity on certain issues, whenever necesary (see Table 1 ).
Ethical Issues
The permission to conduct the study was requested from and granted by the Eastern Cape Department of Education Superintendent, as per their research policy requirement or procedure. Throughout the paper, pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of the school districts, the district personnel, and the teachers. In the following, we discuss the thematic issues that emerged from the data analysis.
Factors Affecting District Officials' Capacity to
Provide Effective School Support
Capability versus Feasibility at the Ground Level
The district officials cited their workload in relation to what is feasible to accomplish at the district level as a critical challenge in most districts, impacting their capacity to provide effective support to their teachers. Partly contributing to this factor was the large number of schools, ranging from 200 to 500, that officials were responsible to provide with professional development on new curriculum reforms; the need to monitor the reform implementation process; and the effort to provide ongoing school-based support, just to mention a few. Justice and success in providing a better service to all their NS teachers was said to be a utopian dream. The common belief was that the district officials' work was characterized by difficulties as they were thinly stretched in their work. Further aggravating the situation was the fact that some officials were also working with teachers of two different phase levels, the intermediate phase (grades 4 -6) and the senior phase (grades 7 -9), making it difficult to accomplish their goals. Consequently, some schools and teachers had never been visited to discuss and resolve some of the challenges they were confronted with. Ironically, the South Africa Department of Education's (2005) continue to argue that educators and their institutions need constantly to learn and grow, and must have ongoing support to achieve this. Therefore, their function is to provide the necessary infra-structural and human resource support for success through the district-based support team.
District officials complained about their job descriptions and the related organogram (management structure), viewing them as also causing a handicap in the nature of support they were offering teachers: "I think the other thing that handicaps the kind of support that we give to schools is the structure of the organogram itself. For example I find it funny that we could stretch the intermediate phase and senior phase. There is a set of about six different grades (grades 4 -9) and with one person who is to give support to these teachers; that stretch from intermediate phase to senior phase! You know, there is no one who has that broad, that kind of expertise to give a very genuine… (Mr. Zama-Zama, 2008) ."
Combining the intermediate and senior phase level under the leadership of one district official was perceived as a serious challenge. District officials cited that if the individual was not well or away for one reason or another, that meant that both phase levels would suffer, since no one else was there to assist them. This concern was raised in light of the historical challenges that the province was still grappling with, of teachers with inadequate content knowledge, the weak culture of teaching and learning in most schools, and more. As a solution to this challenge, district officials believed that it would be ideal if district officials were responsible for just one phase level. For example, if there was a subject advisor responsible for the intermediate phase and another for the senior phase, a similar case as in the Further Education and Training band (FET) in their districts, schools would be better served.
"Instead, what they have done in the organogram is to 'put a lot of generals without foot soldiers'; for example, there could be coordinators, there is a coordinator for the intermediate phase and that coordinators has got no Subject Advisors. There is one for senior phase and there is just one line of Subject Advisors, therefore these have got two bosses. I mean if there are in each and every area, there is one Subject Advisor for natural science for intermediate and Senior phase, there is a boss for senior and there is a boss for intermediate phase, so this poor guy has to report in two bosses (ha ha ha ha, laughing). You have two bosses. So you work very bad because you become very busy like a lunatic and it's difficult, making no sense. Also, appointing a general before there are even foot soldiers, there is a general with no army what does, (ha ha ha, laughing), it does not make no sense. (Mr. Zama-Zama)."
The workload issue was juxtaposed with the insufficient resources, particularly in the form of policy documents, for all the teachers. As one of their tasks, district officials are responsible to provide teachers in their learning area with the relevant and current policy documents. They have to ensure that all the teachers are clear about the policies and are also in possession of those documents as their teaching references. Nevertheless, six years later after the launch of the Revised National Curriculum Statement, there were still natural science teachers who did not possess a copy of a policy document. Explaining the challenges resulting from this lack, one district official said: "If you are not reading, then you have to be dependent on the information given to you in a forum or workshop. Therefore you are unable and you are not assisting yourself in terms of reinforcing that information by further reading. (Mr. Dock, 2008) .
A person gradually shall have to, when coming across a problem, consult a relevant policy document and read about it. We cannot seat and read with them, unfortunately, so people have got to learn to read. (Mr. Dock, 2008) ."
The challenge of a policy document shortage resulted in most teachers relying on district officials for information regarding the new reforms. According to the district officials, their provincial office was to be blamed for this matter as they were supposed to provide all the teachers with policy documents, something that was not happening.
Despite the fact that most teachers relied on district officials for most information, meetings between these groups for the purpose of professional development or other activities also seldom took place. The district officials were supposed to meet with the teachers at least every semester, but that proved to be difficult, given the large numbers of schools and teachers they had.
"If you could deal with rural schools and some of them if you could ask if, who their subject advisor is, they will say, we don't know any person like that. There are schools in the district who do not know that I am employed to support them. They have never seen my face, let alone know my name (ha ha ha, laughing) and yet my brief is to support those schools. (Mr. Zama-Zama)."
Several teachers also confirmed the issue raised in the above quote and said: "In the case of Natural Science, who is responsible for it I don't know. We don't even have the Natural Science workshops, the last time we had one I think it was in the nineties, just to attend them. Right now I don't want to lie; I don't know who is responsible for Natural Science. (Mrs. Crak, Natural Science teacher) I don't know about Natural Science, I have never been to a workshop on it. If they had a workshop, then it means they did not inform us. I have taught in this district since 1985 and have never been to a Natural Science workshop. (Mrs. Duplesis, Natural Science teacher)."
Responding to a question about how schools were implementing the new reforms, one district official said: "I don't have a broader scope of the schools in my district, but this year I managed to visit three schools out of the 466 because I work with grades 4 -9. (Mr. King)"
The neglect of teachers at the primary school level for the sake of grade 9, which is the exit level in the phase, was viewed as a critical challenge. This was a challenge because teachers at the primary school level needed additional support since they were tasked with the development of a solid foundation in the learning of science at the lower levels of schooling. The district officials argued that it is difficult to do justice to all the schools in the district, let alone the phase, when you are thinly spread.
Reality Aspects of Schools at District Level
Among the factors that were incapacitating district officials in their mission to support schools were teachers who still did not have a clear understanding of the new curriculum, an issue that has received considerable attention in several studies including one by Bantwini (2010) . Expressing this concern about these teachers, Mr. Dock said:
"If you are having a confident educator in class, then your chances are very good that you are going to be imparting some difference in your learners. But if teachers are still not yet sure, then chances are great that you putting that educator to a situation that is frustrating five days a week. Then you are invariably creating some destruction to your learners."
Concurring with the above idea is Davis (2003) who contends that without the necessary subject matter knowledge, it is hard for teachers to learn strategies and techniques needed to respond to students' thinking about the subject in ways that facilitate their learning. The district officials noted that during workshops teachers would claim to understand the vision of the policy, however, when they are faced with challenges in their classroom practice, it was said nobody was there to assist them. This was a challenge that retarded progress among teachers.
Despite the challenges, some officials were optimistic that teachers were doing their best they could in relying on what they learned from workshops. This handicap, as the officials mentioned, has resulted in some teachers avoiding implementing things they did not understand. They also perceived this as the only option teachers had, to either try to do what is expected of them as prescribed by the policies or else revert to their comfort zone where they felt they don't understand; not because they resisted the policy but because they could not adequately interpret it. In Elmore and McLaughlin (1988) observation, teachers response to new proposals for change most often are deeply rooted in the nature of their work and in the professional norms, standards and concerns that guide practice and support professional learning. However, despite acknowledgment of this challenge, officials felt that there was no time for retraining and re-skilling teachers since there was not even enough time to conduct ongoing professional development workshops in their districts.
Teachers were also said to be struggling with assessment. Apparently, they had a different perception about Outcomes Based Education, in that students were supposed to do everything without considering that it was still their responsibility as facilitators to plan for everything that students should do. Some teachers were said to be still planning for one learner, the average performing learner, instead of planning for three learners; the best, average, and poor performing learner in their classrooms. Accompanying this challenge was the fact that some teachers, when talking about grouping, would think that learning and teaching was actually occurring in their classrooms. When asked what they were doing to help those teachers struggling to implement the curriculum, the district officials admitted that it is their responsibility to intervene and assist them to resolve whatever issue a teacher might have. However, time was their worst enemy, as well as a lack of resources to attend to the struggling teachers. From the interviews' analysis, it was evident that most of these teachers were not receiving the due attention. This certainly is against the literature that argues that few teachers can move from a staff development program directly into the classroom and begin implementing a new program or innovation with success (Guskey, 2002) .
Also common in most districts were teachers who were comfortable in teaching certain areas like biology or physics, while not comfortable in teaching the other areas within the Natural Science content. These teachers were cited as only conducting demonstrations and also theorizing in their teaching of natural science, defeating the purpose of developing students who will be problem solvers and critical thinkers. Many teachers were viewed as lacking confidence in the teaching and learning of science in general. The Department of Education was also blamed for not providing them with the adequate teaching material for natural science areas.
"Firstly, what I have observed with our teachers in the intermediate phase level, it is people who are not confident about the subject matter, for many reasons. One of them being that because of job shortage, they found themselves having to grab whatever job is given to them or whatever location in the school. Very few of them are doing science because it is in their blood, they love it. Some another fraction, another portion of them, they really love science but now they did not have good background. Although they never been given that opportunity to be well founded in the subject (Mr. Matilu, 2008) ."
The other common issue from the districts was that most natural science teachers were teaching science without love or passion for the learning area. Teachers lacked a drive that should propel them to consult their district officials when encountering implementation challenges in their classroom. Teachers were viewed as not being willing to go that extra mile in their work. For example, during workshops, teachers would take whatever they were told without question. Several issues were attributed to these issues including the fact that the Department of Education was not providing teachers with adequate support material. Most schools could not afford to purchase all the science equipment that would ensure that effective teaching and learning were taking place. As a result, district officials were not happy about the status of science teaching and learning in their schools, as some teachers lacked subject content knowledge, a basic requirement for teaching science education.
"They (teachers) are on the ground level, they are not doing well at all. Take from what I said about their background, it looks like others are just only sustaining life, they are driving the course, they are driving the time so that from Thursday of the month up to the end they receive their salaries and it's over. There is nothing else they can say about science. They are just doing it because they are told, most of them. So because of that they seem to be stagnant, there is no progress; you can see it best in a workshop (Mr. Matilu)."
The level of teachers' subject content knowledge was viewed as a critical component in the teaching of science, also correlated with the poor learner performance in science subjects. Until this issue was properly addressed, the status quo in science was said to be one of the ongoing challenges. Nonetheless, how this was to be "addressed" was said to be not yet clear.
"You find educators of varying background in science and therefore even if you introduce a very down to earth concept, it will take more than it ought to if they were well founded in natural science (Mr. Matilu)."
The lack of accountability previously present was viewed as a contributing factor and hindering district officials' capacity to effectively support the teachers. In schools, school principals were said to be afraid of teachers who were just doing everything as they preferred. These teachers were said to be doing their work for the sake of doing it, without the passion and dedication that should be expected.
"Take for, example, if you can visit one of the schools without informing the teachers about your visit. You will find that the teacher is not there and you find that the principal cannot even fully account for their absence. They just cover for the teachers but if you check the paper work you will find that there is nothing written (Mr. King)."
Aggravating the challenge was the lack of authority over the teachers. Data analysis reveals that in other schools the head of the subject department would be someone who is maybe a language teacher, who hardly knows anything about science. In this case the teachers would not be challenged about whatever they were doing in the learning area.
Perspectives on Changing the Status Quo of Curriculum Implementation
As a solution to their challenges, the district officials suggested that the Eastern Cape Provincial Department of Education will have to make radical changes in every level of the education system in order to change the status quo. These radical changes would have financial implications, which usually determine the success of many initiatives. The key changes will need to include a decrease in the number of schools that each district official has to support. For example, instead of supporting 200 -500 schools, each official should have 40 -75 schools. This was viewed as an ideal and reasonable number of schools to support as the officials will be able to assist several of the currently struggling teachers. Consequently, that would improve even their working relationship with the teachers and also improve their understanding and implementation of the new natural science curriculum reforms. Such a move will also enable officials to visit schools and have conversations with teachers that will lead to resolving some of the issues and challenges teachers are currently experiencing.
The district officials also believed that if each phase level could be assigned an official rather than having one official overseeing two phase levels as was currently the case, that would provide them relief. Furthermore, they believed that district officials should be deployed based on their experiences, educational qualifications and strengths. For example, if you have intermediate phase level teaching experience, then you should be in charge of that phase level and not be asked to oversee, say, the Further Education and Training level, which you hardly have any experience with. In this way, all the district officials would be comfortable to assist teachers using their previous experiences and background knowledge; and in return, teachers are likely to develop confidence and trust in you based about the knowledge of your previous experiences.
The district officials believed that provision of adequate material and resources such as policy document was also a potential solution to some of the challenges they were confronted with. They wished that the Provincial Department of Education would stop providing policy document copies per schools but rather per teachers since some schools had their grades levels in different sites. This would ensure that each teacher has a copy and would eliminate excuses even from those teachers who do not usually read the material. Though district officials feel this way about policy document, Bantwini (2009) found that some teachers who possessed policy documents never read them; rather they left them to gather dust on the shelves. Probing reason for not reading the new curriculum documents, teachers cited lack of time among the issues. In Elmore and McLaughlin (1988) observation, the requirement to learn new behaviors, especially when they involve modification or replacement of an existing routine, threaten a teacher who is already well-organized selfconcept and established level of accomplishment. These authors argue that the external demands are largely ineffective in stimulating teacher learning, thus motivation to learn new things should also come from within.
Discussion and Conclusion
As Spillane and Thompson (1997) argue, the factors that make up a district's capacity to support ambitious instructional reform are highly intertwined and therefore the capacity to support instructional reforms should best be understood as a complex and interactive configuration. Spillane and Thompson contend that growth in one component depends crucially on, and frequently contributes to, growth in the others. That observation points to the complexity of the education system and reforms and the necessity for the synchronization of the various elements that eventually contribute towards student success, an ultimate goal for every education. Chisholm and Leyendecker (2008) cautions that while there is a need for different and better learning outcomes in all sub-Saharan African educational systems, the scope of change is frequently underestimated. The underestimated scope of educational change is also depicted by the findings of this study; the need for changes that appear to be primarily on the curriculum policies with no correspondence on the district support structure. Ironically, South Africa, as Jansen (2004) contends, possesses great and phenomenal education policies. However, he reminds us that policy is not practice and argues that while an impressive architecture exists for democratic education, South Africa has a very long way to go in order to make the ideals concrete and achievable within educational institutions, a sentiment also highlighted by the findings in this study. This paper concurs with Chisholm and Leyendecker (2008) , who argue that curriculum reforms probably work best when curriculum developers acknowledge existing realities, classroom cultures, and implementation requirements. In this case these realities exist on both sides: the district office and the schools. Obviously, that requires an understanding and sharing the meaning of the educational change, providing for adaptations to cultural circumstances, local context, and capacity building throughout the system. Furthermore, it means that policies need to be flexible enough to fit particular school contexts and needs (King, 2004) .
From the findings, one of the critical issues facing school districts is the deficit of human capacity, hindering and incapacitating the few officials from effectively servicing schools and the teachers. The lack of human capital has negative impacts on the expected results, especially in the implementation of the ongoing curriculum reforms in South Africa. Considering the district officials' and schools/teacher ratio, it would be unrealistic to expect a profound amount of change in the current teaching and learning in schools. The South African Department of education has on several occasions mentioned that there are deficiencies in the culture of teaching and learning in their schools. Based on that observation, one would expect drastic moves towards addressing that issue. You would expect a drastic increase in the number of district officials, with necessary skills to work with teachers at all levels; and you would also expect provision of adequate resources for district officials and the teachers in order to perform their various tasks. However, what is transpiring in the districts goes against the department of education (2005) policy that the key function of the districts is to assist education institutions, including schools, to identify and address barriers to learning and promote effective teaching and learning. As they argue, this includes classroom and organizational support, providing specialized learner and educator support, as well as curricular and institutional development and administrative support. How possible is this task when there is lack of sufficient human power? This typically points to policy development that does not correspond with reality. It is imperative as Davis (2003) suggests that much thought and effort needs to be given to how teachers learn to teach; what teachers know; how their knowledge is acquired; how it changes over time; and what processes bring about change in individual teacher practices as well as deep and long lasting change in science classroom. This is crucial if new reforms are intended to be worthwhile and not political symbols.
Several district officials complained about their organogram as propelling their challenges. A similar observation was made by Narsee (2006) , who argues that the central dilemma for education districts in South Africa is their structural conditions. Narsee emphasizes that school districts operate at the intersection of dual, related dichotomies of support and pressure, centralization and decentralization. However, she believes that it is only through conscious engagement with these dichotomies, as well as by active, positive agency on district-school relationships, will districts be able to straddle, if not resolve, the tensions between the policy, support, and management roles expected of them. The research of Walberg and Fowler Jnr. (1987) suggests that bigger districts yield lower achievements. This is probably true as the findings reveal that it is difficult for officials to assist schools that are in dire need of help.
According to Anderson (2000) , districts that believe that quality of student learning is highly dependent on the quality of instruction organize themselves and their resources to support instructionally focused professional learning for teachers. Schools, as Fullan (1992) argues, cannot redesign themselves; districts play an important function in establishing the conditions for continuous and long-term improvements for schools as they control and coordinate all the development projects implemented in their schools. This paper argues that if the school districts under discussion value student quality teaching and learning, drastic changes will have to be effected. The complexity in such changes is that they will also affect policies not only at the local district level but higher up in the educational hierarchy. Chinsamy (2002) concludes that "it is the district office-the way it is comprised, its functions and roles, its management and its vision and the way it operates, its limitations and its possibilities-that is pivotal to successful school improvement". The undisputable critical function of school districts cannot be overlooked anymore. Expressing their concern, Chisholm and Leyendecker (2008) note that the local cultural and contextual realities and capacities as much as implementation requirements still appear to be overlooked. We believe that the overlook on the current crisis confronted by the district shortage of human capacity will be an ideal recipe for an ongoing disaster. Resolving that crisis by filling the vacant positions and correcting the district official teacher ratio will be the first step in curbing some of the school reality challenges slowing the reform implementation process.
This paper strongly suggests that more research focusing on school districts and their mandates/roles should be undertaken.
